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ABSTRACT 



In February 2001 the Center for Civic Education conducted 
the first survey of alumni from the "We the People... The Citizen and the 
Constitution" program. Three Hundred forty-one alumni, who were eligible to 
vote in November 2000, participated. Voting and other forms of political 
engagement formed the core of the study. Since respondents were self 
selected, findings should be considered suggestive rather than generalizable 
to all alumni. Alumni were compared with a national probability study from 
the 2000 National Election Studies (NES) of young people in the same age 
group of 18- to 30-year-olds and also with over 260,000 college freshmen. 

This report documents the survey results, which indicate that the alumni 
surveyed are better informed and participate at higher rates than their 
peers. Additionally, data suggest that effective civic education may increase 
voter turnout among youth. (Survey is appended.) (BT) 
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, Voting and Political Participation of 

We the People... The Citizen and the Constitution Alumni 
Executive Summary 2001 

In February 2001 the Center conducted the first survey of alumni from the We the People... 
The Citizen and the Constitution program. Altogether, 341 alumni who were eligible to vote 
in November 2000 responded. Voting and other forms of political engagement formed the 
core of this study. Due to self-selection on the parts of the respondents, these findings should 
be considered as suggestive rather than generalizable to all We the People... The Citizen 
and the Constitution alumni. The study lays the groundwork for a longitudinal study of 
alumni to begin in 2002. 

We the People... alumni were compared with a national probability study from the 2000 
National Election Studies (NES) of young people in the same age group of 18- to 30-year- 
olds. Alumni were also compared with over 260,000 American college freshmen ( The 
American Freshman: National Norms For Fall 1999). Key findings include: 

■ 82% of alumni reported voting in November 2000, in contrast to 48% of those 
surveyed in the NES study 

■ 77% of alumni said they had voted in all previous elections 

■ 60% of alumni were very interested in national politics and national affairs 

■ 46% of alumni read the newspaper often and 60% paid a great deal of attention to 
stories on politics and public issues, whereas 35% of NES respondents had not read a 
daily newspaper in the past week, and 40% of NES respondents said they had not 
watched a national television news broadcast in the past week 

■ 74% of alumni held that it was essential or very important to keep up to date with 
political affairs in contrast to only 23% of American college freshmen 

■ 42% of alumni discussed national politics and affairs nearly every day or every day 

■ Since January of 2000, 16% of respondents had volunteered to work for a candidate 
running for office; 10% had made a financial campaign contribution; 33% had taken 
part in a protest, march or demonstration on a national or local issue; only 3% of NES 
respondents had taken part in any of these activities 

■ 34% of alumni, in contrast to 9% of NES respondents, had contacted a federal elected 
official or staff; 37% had contacted state or local level elected officials or their staff 

■ 48% of alumni thought influencing the political structure was essential or very 
important, while only 14% of college freshmen agreed 

■ 54% of alumni felt becoming a community leader was essential or very important, in 
contrast to 29% of college freshmen 

Alumni surveyed in this study are better informed and participate at higher rates than their 
peers. In addition, the data suggest that effective civic education may increase voter turnout 
among youth. A full copy of this report may be obtained at: 

http.y/www.civiced.orq/research.html . For additional information contact Suzanne Soule at 
(800) 350-4223 or soule@civiced.ora . 
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Voting and Political Participation of 
We the People... The Citizen and the Constitution Alumni 

Survey Results 2001 



Background 

Since the inception of the We the People... The Citizen and the Constitution 
program in 1987, more than twenty-six million students and eighty-two thousand 
educators have participated in this innovative course of study. In 1998, the Center 
formed the Alumni Network in order to track and tap into this vast resource of past 
participants. 

In February 2001, using email addresses collected from alumni, the Center 
conducted the first alumni survey. 1 The total number of alumni respondents eligible 
to vote in November 2000 was 341 . This study is not a random sample; the results 
are suggestive rather than generalizable to the larger population of all program 
participants and lay the groundwork for a longitudinal study of alumni. 

The focus of this study was on political participation with an emphasis on voting for 
two reasons. First, since the primary goal of the We the People... program is to 
promote civic competence and responsibility among the nation’s elementary and 
secondary students, we would expect to see at least a minimal level of commitment 
to participating in the political process. If “citizen participation is at the heart of 
democracy,” 2 then voting, where citizens have political equality and a relatively easy 
way to make their preferences known, should increase as a result of participation in 
a civic education program. Second, voter turnout is abysmally low for the youngest 
cohorts. U.S. Census Bureau turnout figures in 1998, an off-year election, show 
17% turnout for 18- to 24-year-olds. In contrast, 54% of those aged 45-64 and 60% 
of those 65 and overturned out in 1998. This gap dwarfs gender, race, and class 
differences, 3 leaving the youngest cohort at a disadvantage when it comes to 
ensuring responsiveness from public officials. 

For a basis of comparison with We the People... alumni data, we have used results 
from the National Election Study (NES). The 2000 NES, a national probability study, 
took place between November and December 2000. The comparison data are from 
the 862 respondents interviewed by phone following the election. Young people, 
those born between 1970 and 1982, will be compared across both studies. These 
citizens were eligible to vote in November and ranged in age from 18-30. In the 
alumni survey, respondents tended to be younger— 58% were born in 1981 and 
1982 — doubtless due to the alumni network’s founding in 1998. NES respondents 
were more evenly spread, but clustered at the lower end of the age range, with 27% 
of respondents born between 1970 and 1972. These differences were apparent with 
educational attainment as the highest degree earned by 74% of alumni was a high 
school diploma, whereas 42% of the national sample went on to earn a BA or 
higher. 
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1 Online survey. Questions are included in Appendix 1. 

2 Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995). Voice and Equality, Civic Volunteerism in American Politics. 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press), p. 1. 

See Putnam and Campbell, Boston Globe, 8-10-00, Census Bureau turnout data. 
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